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Covert Conditioning: Case Studies in Self-~Management
Geoffrey G. Yager
The student asks the master:
"How can I change the way I act?"
A well-considered answer flows
As master slowly speaks:
"Cherish, my son, this unencumbered fact:
Despite all wells of knowledge
From which you may so deeply drink,
In every last analysis,
You're nothing more than what you think!"

Covert behavior is that class of on-going human reactions which
occur exclusively "within the skin.'" Thinking, imagining, visual-
izing, and feeling are all prominent members of this broad classifi-
cation of behavior. Until only recently, most learning theorists hLave
regarded covert behavior as an unloved stepson who 1s better ignored
than dealt with. The attention of behaviorism was paid exclusively to
a second ("legitimate") son: overt, motor behavior. However, despite
rejection by behavioral psychology, covert behavior has wandered far
and wide and has pfcked up much support and attention. In fact, there
is a long history of therapeutic approaches which emphasize cognitive
factors and which focus on maladaptive covert self-verbalizations
(e.g8., Kelly, 1955; Berne, 1961; Ellis, 1962; and Glasser, 1965). These
therapies regard behavior change in much the same way as ''the master" in
the above poem: "In every last analysis, you're nothing more than what
you think!" New behaviors follow when the client acquires the ability

to speak to himself or herself in a more appropriate and adaptive

manner, and self-management comes about as a result of proper control



of covert behavior.

Ityis’now apparent that the "prodigal son" has returned home to an
enthusiastic welcome by his behavioristic relatives. Increasingly,
articles on covert conditioning and self-control are occupying prom-
inent places in learning theory oriented journals. The "Behavioristic
Excursion 1nto>the Lion's Den (Kanfer & Karoly, 1972)" has begun, and
there are definite signs that more and more huntersxyéuld like to get
‘in on the safari,

Although there have been some facinating reseérch studies recehtly
performed which empirically support the effect of covert (cognitive)
behavior in the modification oé overt behavior {e.g., Meichenbaum, 1973;
Murray & Jicobson, 1969; Jacobs & Wolpin, 1971; Oliveau, Agras, Leiten-
berg, Moore, & Wright, 1969; and Leitenberg, Agras, Barlow, & Oliveau,
1969), the focus of the present paper is upon casé studies and upon the
clinical applications of covert techniques. Since the paper does deal
only with case studies, a8 brief note of warning must be mentioned:
very few case studies employ designs allowing for direct assessment of
a hypothesized treatment (e.g., an "A-B-A" design) and, therefore, the
results obtained are open to an unlimited number of alternative explan-
ations.

Behavior therapists. in devising covért change strategies, have
made two important assumptions: (a) ''private" (covert) events are
subject to exactly the same rules of acquisition, maintenance, and
extinction as arekany "public" beﬂ;viors; and (b) the investigation of
covert events 13 possible because such behaviors are observable to a

population of one ({.e., to the individual experiencing them). The

second of these assumptions places the study of covert conditioning
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processes within the area of self-management since no one other than the
client can éither initiate or identify private events, Aé Kanfer and
Phillips (1970) have poihted out, the therapist becomes a consultant and
an "instigator" in self-management programs rather than a direct behav-

ior modifier or a contingency manager.

Clinical Applications of Covert Conditioning

Within the general area of covert conditioning, there are two
major subheadings:  classical conditioning approaches and operant
conditioning orientations.

Classical conditioning

Cautela (1969) reviewed possible sélf—management techniques and
mentioned five which were based upon the classical conditioning model:
(a) relaxation, (b) desensitization, (c) thought stopping, (d) covert
sensitization, and (e) assertive training. Each of these approaches
employs the explicit use 6f }ncompatible covert actions to reduce the
probability of other sbecific covert behaviors (often emotions such as
anxiety). This matching of an incompatible behavior with the beﬁavior

' to be feduced has been termed gaunter—conditidﬁing (Bandura, 1969).‘k
v Fbr’example, the‘behaV1ot ofkrezakation is incompatiblevwith anxiety.
If a person can iearn to relax in potentially anxiety producing

. situations, the anxiety response can be controlled. The reduction of

xiety-inafhis manner 1s analogous to the early classical cond‘ﬂioning ffiqu ﬂ”"m
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situations. When the strength of association is greater for the relax-
ation respdnse;than for the anxiety reaction, the anxiety will drop 0ut
of the individual's response repertoire. The dse of relaxation’
training in feducing anxiety in everyday,iife situations has been
reported by Zeiaset (1968) and Goldfried(1973). Goldfried, in his
study, argued that "effective fear reduction follows from an active
i [aovertl attempt onkthe{part of the client to relakkhimself, rather
than [from] simply presénting aversive stimuli when the individual
nappene to be in a relaxed atate [p. 251],“ This hquthesis, of course,
further suppofts the importance of covert behaviors in the changé»
process. ’ |

In desansitization (Wolpe, 1958), a heirarchy of anniety- ‘
provoking events ia iwagined with relaxation; With each‘step in the»
heirarchy, the client. finds the originally fear—provoking stimuli
become less and less immobilizing. Although desensitization is not
: norma11y viewed»as a self-management technique, Cautela‘(1969) and
Wataon and Thatp (1972) do snggest its use infauch‘a ccnteats‘ Casa'r B
scudy illﬁatrations ofk this ‘foxv‘m:okf 'covérc Vconditioning fof self-"'
. modification have shown changes in heterosexual anxiety (D Zurilla,kk t

f=’1969), in test anxiety and fear of public Speaking (Bugg, 1972), and
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(Molpe, 1969), involves the introduction of an imagined ehout of the
word "stop." This behavior 1s incompatible with.such covert behaviors
as obsessive thoughts, hallucinations, oy compulaive behavior. Cautela
and Baron (15?3) aided a client to reduce self-injurious thoughts (e.g.,
"I've got to poke my eyesif) by the thought stopping approach, Simiiarly,
Wisocki (1973) reduced a client's positive thoughta about heroin ueage
(esg., "How easy it would be to get some smack' or " It would be really
nice to trip out'). |

A fourth approach, covert sensitization (Cautela, 1966,1967),i3 an
imagery technique which has generated considerable {nterest. In this.
procedure, the client {s encouraged to develop a series oficognitive
images’ot varying stages of approach to an undeaired behavior (e 8,
cigarette smoking). As the client pictures each step very clearly in
his or her mind, an aversive covert response is slowly introduced to the

| imagery. Normally the noxious stimulus employed is the imagination of

acute‘nausea. As the client s sequence of imagery cOmes closer and

' ,cloaer to the undesired behavior (e.g., taking out the cigarette, begin-

f,‘ning to light it), he/she also imagines the process of beginning to

"';vomit a11 over the undesired object (the pack of cigarettes) From

"[a respondent viewpoint, the imagery establishes a classically-learned
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conditioning. For instance, a client may be instructed to practice the
nauseous scene fmmediately following occurrence of any thoughts about
the undeéireo target response, In effect, the aversive‘images-become
congequences of the covert thoughts related to the undes{red target
behavior. As a consequence of a behavior, these aversive covert images
‘eaeily can be interpreted as self-ponishment (which, of coorse, is an
operant rather than a classicai technique). Furthermore; in Cautela's
covert sensitiaation training, the subject is asked at the end of each
. 8cene to imagine that he/she is moving away from the undeeired behavior'
(e.8:, cigarette,smoking). The client, then, is covertly reinforced
(negatively reinforced) by the removal of the;aversive visuai image and‘
is positiveiy reinforced by imagining himself/herself feeling better and
better‘ |
It matters 1itt1e, however, whether the effect results from

classical or operant conditioning, a client who has been sensitized

in this way is much more likely to be able to exercise self control

and to modify his/her undesirable behavior. Demonstrafibns of the
i"effectiveness of the technique in altering overt behavior of cliente
| are found abundantly in the literature.’ Nine case studies haVe indi-

cated successful applications ofkcovert sensitization to the reduction
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final case study reported by Maletzky (1973) involved not only covert’
sengitization but also a phyeically noxious stimulus to heighten the
effect of the nauseous visual imagery. Using the malodorous substance,
'valeric’acid, a client in the Maletzky study eliminated his compulsion
‘to commit fellatio. The same approach has proved effective in reducing
homosexual behaVior and overeating (Maletzky, 1973). |

The final classical conditioning treatment'for self-management,
assertive training, has been explained by wOlpe (1968). An assertive
behavior can be used as an incompatible response to social anxiety,
Nothing, however, huas yet appeared in the self-management literature
“which deals exclusively with assertive training,
’In summerizing the applications of clsssical conditioning to the
~area of self~management, it must be emphasized that all five techniques

(relaxation, desensitization, thought stopping, covert sensitization,

and assertive training) are employed to reduce or eliminate maladaptive ».;y

behaviors. None employs a model that would make a desired behavior more~'
L likely.' It is this additional flexibility which is granted through the i

use of the operant techniques.f,

gperant techniques
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.systematic attempts to increase certain desired coverants while

reducing other undesired coverants. The'nndetlying aasumption of
treatment is that if a person can be led to think differently, that
person will act differently. For example, a client who wishes to lose
weight may very infrequently perform the coverant (i.e., the covert
operant) of tninking about how his/her stomach‘bulges on either side of
the belt buckle, Such coverants are not pleasent and, therefore, do not
occur often, Homme argues that were such thoughts to increase subsgtan-
tially, they would begin to interfere ﬁith such overt’behaviors as
eating a third'pieee of pie or canceling a peddleball matcn. The sol-
ution, than, is simple: attempt to increase the unlikely coverante
,(thinking about the belt buckle) as much as possible; To aecomplish
this goal, Homme suggests the ‘use of the Prema*k Principle (1965 l97l)
Make performance of a highly probable behavior contingent upon the
accomplishment of the low probability coverant, It does not matter
,what high probability behavior 1is chosen, Thus, one client may think

, eboUtkhow tetribly'fAt he 1s just before he takes one of his frequent
neps, another may. contemplate her dwindling wardrobe before every cup
k‘of coffee she drinks., Both however, would be increasing a coverant of
1ow probability which would tend to be incompatible with certain fat- ;"

3;producing blhaviors.i;’”g[i“
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earlier been labeled a3 paranoid schizophrenia.

Johnson (1971) attempted CCT with two clients. In the first case,
an operant behavior (assertiveness in a dating situation) was increased
by manipulating coverants (self-practice of assertive responses), The
desired coverants were reinforced by two HPBs: (a) eating and (b)
starting a car after it has been stopped at a red light. Johnson's
sacond example involved increasing coverants via operants., The client
overcame severe depression by making his urination (HI'B) contingent upon
imagery of his successkin therapy (e.g., mnre dates, more interaction
with males, and better academic performance),

| Flannery (1972) was able to employ reading (YPB) to reward positive
self-thoughts and, thereby, to aid a drug dependent college woman to
break her habit,  Todd (19725 presented two case studies which illus-
trated dramatic reductions in severe depression by making HPBs (smoking‘”
’and job -related telephone calls) contingent upon positive self-
thoughts.

Cautela (1970a, 1970b) has developed several additional operant

conditioning self-management procedures.; In the therapeutic implement-~f» :

"'atiOn of his ideas, Cautela (1970a) employs imaginal manipulation of

ig;fpb°th a desired,response and certain reinforcing stimuli (covert positiVepj:putkf
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in efther form of treatment. The covert behaviors of imagery in a°
short time lead to overt changes in the client's behavioral reper-
toire,

In applying his techniques Cautela would, for example, carefully
decide with his client what would be a rewarding covert behavior,
perhaps the imagining of a favorite fishing spot, or a truly aversive
covert behavior, maybe a severe disappointment or fear. Then, depend-
ing upon tne desired ontcome of treatment, Cautela would encourage the
client to imagine specific aspects of the desired behavior (e.g.,
appropriate social relationships) and follow it vith,the covert |
reinforcement; or alternatively, the clientkwould {magine thekcovert'
aversive stimulus (e«g., snakes and spiders) and remove it continéentr
upon the imaginetion of the desired behavior, Once agein, both of |
these techniques would serve to increase the likelihood of a desired :
overt behavior.

Although the 1iterature does not use the term covert puniShment,“

1t is clear that such a concept would be essentially equivalent to

Cautela s covert sensitization (1967). When a pleasurable but undesir? !

v able stimulus in a covert sensitizatiun session is followed by imagining

‘7;, noxious sensations, this is not different from contingently administer-"7

i‘ fing‘a covert punishment followingkthe undesirable stimulus.
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